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AND ON THE DAY
Is Justin Martyr’s alleged Sunday worship
statement a forgery?

A

passage in the First Apology of
School of Medicine.) I met him
Justin Martyr is cited as clear
while he was associate director of the
evidence that in the middle of
Biblical Research Institute of the
the second century A.D.,
General Conference. He’s written
Christians in Rome worshiped
four books and hundreds of articles.
on Sunday. (See page 39.) The Ad-So when he says that an unknown
ventist response has often been to
writer inserted the Sunday passage
acknowledge that apostasy crept
into Martyr’s work at a later date,
into the church sooner than our pioI’m ready to listen.
neers had thought. None, so far as
According to Shea, the alleged
I’m aware, has convincingly chalinsert was made to further the preslenged the authenticity of the pastige of Sunday. Does Shea build a
sage.
persuasive case for this conclusion?
Now a friend has done so. His
Now, I’m no expert on this matter,
name is William H. Shea, and he has
which is all to the good. I’m going to
the credentials to make me listen. To
have to convey his evidence in a way
give you a sampling: He has a Ph.D.
that convinces both you and me. I
in Near Eastern Studies from the
found that it helped, first off, to
University of Michigan. (If you’re
think of the challenge Shea faced in
not feeling up to par, he’s also got an
terms of “tools” used to detect literM.D. from Loma Linda University
ary frauds of today.
Continued on page 40
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JUSTIN’S SUNDAY
WORSHIP STATEMENT:

Painful truth or artful forgery?
A n d on thed a y called Sunday, a ll who live in cities or in the country
g a th er together to one place, an d the memoirs o f the apostles or the
w ritings o f the prophets are read, as long as time perm its; then, when
the reader has ceased, the president verbally instructs, and exhorts to the
im itation o f these g o o d things. Then we all rise together an d pray, and,
as we before said, when our prayer is ended, bread an d wine and w ater
are brought, and the president in like manner offers prayers and thanksgivings, according to his ability, and the people assent, saying, Amen;
and there is a distribution to each, an d a participation o f th a t over
which thanks have been given, an d to those who are absent a portion is
sent b y the deacons. A n d those who are well to do, an d willing, give
w h at each thinks fit; and w h at is collected is deposited w ith the president, who succours the orphans an d widows, and those who are in
bonds, an d the strangers sojourning am ong us, an d in a w ord takes
care o f all who are in need. But Sunday is the day on which we all hold
our common assembly, because it is the fir s t d a y on which Cod, having
w rought a change in the darkness an d m atter, made the world, and
Jesus C hrist our Saviour on the sam e d a y rose from the dead. For He
w as crucified on the d a y before th a t o f Saturn

/

and on the

d a y after th a t o f Saturn, which is the d a y o f the Sun, having appeared
to H is apostles an d disciples, He taught them those things, which we

consideration.-A
nte-N
F athers, 1:186.

have subm itted fo r your
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Continued from pageHegstad:
38
Come with me into the study of
a professor at a prestigious university. He is grading test papers written
by his students in a literature class.
He sets half a dozen aside and
rereads them. Certain phrases seem
familiar. He turns on his computer,
goes onto the Internet, and finds a
paper written by a well-known
author on the subject he had assigned. The students have cheated.
No sentence in their papers reads
just as the author’s: active sentences
become passive; words are moved
about; but the evidence is conclusive. He flunks the errant students.
The same warning signals of literary
fraud that the professor detected in
the student papers are to be found in
Justin Martyr’s Apology!

what precedes it. So put on your
“thinking cap” and join me, in
exposing a literary “crime.” Let’s
begin by looking at the location of
the alleged Sunday passage. It concludes the Apology proper—just the
location where an insert fits with the
least difficulty
2. The Company It Keeps
Three letters follow the Sundaykeeping passage. They are asserted to
be epistles from three Emperors:
Hadrian, Antoninus Pius, and Marcus
Aurelius. Their purpose is clearly to
add prestige to the book. I’ve written
a few books and, believe me, if three
presidents of the United States had
written me, I’d find some reason to
include them!
Of the three letters, however, only
the first is thought to be genuine. The
third is clearly spurious, for in it,
Marcus Aurelius credits one of his
victories to the prayers of Christians,
thus vindicating them! (Can you
imagine President Bush thanking the
followers of Osama bin Laden’s terror
network for their prayers that American soldiers would triumph in Iraq?)
Shea and other scholars think it likely
that all three letters are spurious.
And what, then, of the alleged
Sunday-keeping passage? Surely Shea
can’t be faulted for pointing out the
company it keeps. Further, it comes,
as we’ve observed, in the location
where a later insert can most easily be
fitted, and it directly precedes a series

Applying the Tools
Among the “tools” used by today’s
scholars to determine authorship are
three that Shea wields to determine
Justin Martyr didn’t write the Sunday
passage in his book. They are: literary
context, style, and the relation of
copy to surrounding material.
1. Literary Context
Shea points to three problems
involving context in Chapter 67, in
which the Sunday worship passage
appears. First, the location of the
chapter in relation to the Apology as
a whole; second, the relation of the
passage to what follows; and third,
the way the Sunday passage relates to
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As Shea points outy even when dealing with Christian
Church matters— the Lord’s Supper, baptism of new believers, etc.—M artyr does not speak of timing— neither the day
on which the Lord’s Supper is celebrated nor the day on
which new believers are baptized. We would surely expect
him to do so if the church were worshiping on Sunday.

were meeting on Sunday!) Again, in
what is unchallenged genuine Martyr,
there’s not a word about Sunday,
though the context would accommodate it.

of letters that are, for the most part,
forgeries. Call this part of Shea’s conclusion “guilt by association.”
3. Relation to What Precedes
Chapters 65 and 66, which precede
the Sunday-keeping section, note one
detail of relevance to authenticity: As
Shea points out, even when dealing
with Christian Church matters—the
Lord’s Supper, baptism of new believers, etc.—Martyr does not speak of
timing—neither the day on which the
Lord’s Supper is celebrated nor the
day on which new believers are baptized. We would surely expect him to
do so if the church were worshiping
on Sunday.
He writes of the offering of the
bread and wine during baptism of a
new believer. He describes the order
of this brief service, and, in Chapter
66, parenthetically discusses the significance of the Lord’s Supper: It is
not an ordinary meal but rather a
special meal with special meaning.
(What a propitious place to mention
a special day, if indeed the church

4. Differences in Crucial Chapters
Shea provides a chart to show the
similarities and differences between
what Martyr did write and what he
believes was later inserted. For example: Chapter 65 (Martyr) speaks of
baptism and the Lord’s Supper but
gives no date on which the church
meets. Chapter 67 (see insert) says
these ordinances took place on Sunday, and describes a large common
gathering of Christians from all the
cities and countryside around Rome.
Shea provides two columns of
copy, one from the genuine Martyr
and the second for inserted copy. I
found interesting (and convincing)
the changes in word order that indicate forgery—much like that of the
college students when copying from
the Internet. Page 42 offers three
samples:
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of Hadrian (Chapter 69)
3. The letter from Emperor
Hadrian (Letter No. 1)
4. The letter from Emperor
Antoninus Pius (Letter No. 2)
5. The letter from Emperor Marcus Aurelius (Letter No. 3)

How did the genuine Apology
end? Likely with the following benediction in Chapter 67:
“And we afterwards continually
remind each other of these things
[the Eucharist]. And the wealthy
among us help the needy; and we
always keep together; and for all
things wherewith we are supplied,
we bless the Maker of all through
His Son Jesus Christ and through
the Holy Ghost .”
It is likely that everything following has been forged. This includes:
1. The statement about Sunday
worship (Chapter 67).
2. The introduction to the Letter

Literary Architecture
Shea, I should note, is more comprehensive than I have been in
describing his evidence. Tm trying
to give you the “condensed milk”
version, perhaps not as tasty as the
fresh, but nourishing nevertheless.
For the literary architecture of this
forgery, see page 43.

The Genuine Martyr
(Chapters 65, 66)

The Insert (Chapter 67)

1. “The apostles, in the memoirs
composed by them___”

1. “The memoirs of the apostles
and the writings of the prophets
are read.”

2. “There is then brought to the
president of the brethren bread and
a cup of wine mixed with water...

2. “bread and wine and water are
brought and the president. . . ”

3. “Those who are called by us deacons give to each of those present
to partake of the bread and wine
mixed with water over which the
thanksgiving was pronounced.”

3. “To those who are absent a portion is sent by the deacons.”
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. . . You get the point. The original
Justin wraps up by reminding readers of the meaning of the Lord’s
Supper “continually.”

The writer of the spurious passage really didn’t want readers to
forget about Sunday. In addition to
mentioning Sunday at the beginning, he writes of it five times in
four different ways, and in a sixth
reference describes Friday as the day
before that of Saturn. Talk about
driving a point home! I said, Talk
about driving a point home! I said.

Literary Style
Justin was no Shakespeare, but
neither was he a Gibbon. The question is: How much attention did
Martyr pay to detailed chronology?
Continued on page 44

Chapters 65, 66

Chapter 67

Statement about baptism of a local
candidate celebrated by a local
group.

Statement about baptism deleted.
Statement about Sunday worship by
a large general congregation added.

The three points listed above.

Points 1-3 adapted.

Parenthetical explanation of the
Lord’s Supper.

Parenthetical statement about the
Lord’s Supper deleted. Replaced by
expanded statement for the poor
and needy

Negative judgment on the imitation of Lord’s Supper in
Mithraism.

Sunday, the day of God’s creating
light and matter, the day of worship.

Positive statement about how the
Christians reminded one another
of these things “continually.”

Emphasis: “Sunday,” “First day,”
“The same day,” “Day after that of
Saturn,” “Sunday.”
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Continued from page 43

The less, the more likely he didn’t
write the detailed Sunday worship
chronology. The verdict, based on
Shea’s examination of the First
Apology: He didn’t. Actually, he was
the type who forgets birthdays. He
is off half a millennium in giving
the interval between David and
Christ. Shea’s assessment: (1) Martyr showed little interest in chronology; (2) his chronological statements are usually approximate; (3)
lacking in all his work are dates
dealing with days of the week or
days in a month.
An example: What Justin says
about the chronology of the cross.
He never mentions the day of the
week or the day of the month on
which Jesus died or was resurrected.
He does not identify it as the sixth
day, the preparation day, the 14th of
Nisan, or the Passover. The closest
he comes to giving a date for the
crucifixion is to say that Christ was
crucified during the reign of
Tiberius (Chapter 13). He seems
interested only in addressing these
events as historical and exploring

their meaning for salvation. The
specific chronology of the Sunday
resurrection found in Chapter 67 is
alien to Martyr; it comes from
another h an d .. . .
The Questions Remaining
To arrive at his conclusions, Shea
has used research tools common to
several disciplines. He has examined
literary content, context (the company it keeps); relationship to what
precedes and what follows; similarities and differences in literary style.
He has shown that Martyr, in whatever he has written, pays little attention to chronology—hardly the
mark of the tendentious Sunday
worship copy that concludes the
artful insert. At this stage, it appears
that an intruder has committed literary fraud—he has sought to pass
off fraudulent inserts as history. But
there remains M artyr’s Dialogue
with Trypho, the Jew, in which
Christian practices, including the
Sabbath, are at issue. We’ll see what
William Shea has to say about this
in the next issue of PD.
□

4 3 p

44

Published by Digital Commons @ Andrews University, 2003

7

